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Foreword  

I am honored to contribute to this remarkable collection of stories; stories that embody the 

resilience, courage, and selflessness of the people of Joplin, Missouri. On May 22, 2011, while 

many Joplin residents were still celebrating the graduation of their high school seniors and 

welcoming the beginning of summer, an EF-5 tornado tore through the city and surrounding 

counties, leaving an eight mile long and 3/4 mile wide path of immen se destruction. The Joplin 

tornado was one of the deadliest in U.S. history, claiming the lives of 161 people. 

 

The collection of stories in Joplin Pay s It Forward  provides us insight into Joplin's incredible 

journey to rebuild in the wake of mass devastation. Among its many inspiring lessons, the 

stories tell us how Joplin was able to live up to its promise to re-open completely destroyed 

schools by the start of the school year; how Joplin worked with a state university to provide 

shelter, a surge medical clinic, and a volunteer coordination point; and how Joplin was able to 

coordinate the thousands of volunteers that flooded in to provide support. The authors of these 

chapters represent every facet of the communityð from state and local officials, to volun teers, to 

the private sector. Because this book is so crosscutting, providing diverse perspectives and 

aspects of Joplin's recovery, there is a lesson for everyone. Whether a novice volunteer or a 

veteran emergency manager, we can all learn from Joplin's experience. 

 

I arrived in Joplin less than 15 hours after the tornado struck. I was immediately inspired by the 

quick action and selflessness from the first responders and residents. I saw first-hand the 

remarkable leadership displayed by formal and informa l leadersð I saw the hope they provided 

to the people of Joplin and to people all around this country. The individual stories highlighted 

in this book demonstrate that in order to be resilient, we must work with the whole community. 

The whole community inc ludes private businesses, faith based communities, non-profit 

organizations, volunteers, citizens, and formal and informal community leaders. Joplin s Pay It 

Forward  provides us with insight into how the city successfully built resilience into the fabric of  

their community, and as a result, has undergone an incredible recovery. 

 

I have had the privilege to return to Joplin several times since that fateful day in 2011. Each 

time, I am more and more inspired by the Joplin community. Meeting the people of Jopli n and 

watching how they have come together in the aftermath of this tragedy has been one of the 

highlights of my career. I would like to thank the Joplin community for providing us with the 

lessons they learned from their experience so that together, we can build a more resilient nation. 

Thank you for paying it forward!  

 

Rich Serino 

Deputy Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency 

 

Please note the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) does not endorse any non-Government entities, 

organizations, or services, and any references to such entities, organizations, or services in this forward do not 

constitute or imply an endorsement by the U.S. Government, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), or 

FEMA.  The views expressed by non-U.S. Government officials in this publication are those of the authors and do not 

necessarily reflect the official policy or position of FEMA, DHS, or the U.S. Government.   
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Introduction  

Who would have ever thought that Joplin would be where we are today ï on the other side of 

what we all refer to as the ñdevastating tornadoò of May 22, 2011? As a community, we were 

called on to respond, and more importantly to recover.  From the first day, some of us have been 

in the national spotlight while others of us have worked behin d the scenes. Many of us had roles 

defined by our jobs while some of us have stepped into leadership positions for the very first 

time.  We have all learned lessons that can make the path easier for the next community touched 

by a disaster. We can also help the myriad of agencies that came to help us understand how to 

help the next community even more.  

Some of us have been interviewed many times. Some of us have not had the opportunity to 

speak with anyone about our experiences. Joplin has been a living laboratory for academicians 

and scientists who came with their own questions and agendas. This is our opportunity to 

ensure that ñourò story is shared in a way that can inform and support the leaders of disasters 

that may happen in the future. While each of us has played a leading role in the recovery and 

resiliency of Joplin, we believe that there is not one of us is that is responsible. As we have 

reflected and listened to one another, the word ñweò has emerged as a common theme. Building 

upon the essence of ñwe,ò it is time that the Joplin story is captured from the perspective of not 

one but a well-rounded approach that demonstrates the interwoven fabric that characterizes our 

recovery.  

After the shock of the first few weeks wore off and the initial disaster response was in place, we 

discovered that the hard work really began. The following pages are filled with our ñahaò 

moments and our frustrations.  We recount what was helpful and what blocked our path. We talk 

about our victories and some of our tougher moments. Only a few of us are professional writers 

so please bear that in mind as you read our first-hand accounts. Our stories are the definition of 

our resilience and also our hope. 

Joplin has been singled out as an example to the nation. We all have experiences that none of us 

ever wished for but will  allow us to make a difference. At the same time, we do understand that 

our experiences should not be construed as ñbest practicesò but instead as a resource. In each of 

our stories there may be a concept, an admission or an idea that will help us ñpay it forwardò in 

recognition of the support that we received. Please read these stories in that spirit and know that 

we are ready to offer additional assistance as we are able. 

On a personal note, I am grateful to every participant who contributed an essay. Your 

willingness to ñPay It Forwardò exemplifies the spirit that will continue to propel us forward.   

In the spirit of recovery,  

 

 

Jane Cage 
Chairman, Joplin Citizens Advisory Recovery Team 
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Setting the Sta ge 

Joplin is  a city of 50,000 residents in the corner of southwest Missouri.  We serve a surrounding 

population eight times our size and during the work week are home to over 200,000 people each 

day. On Sunday evening, May 22, 2011 the third  worst tornado recorded in the United States 

since 1948 passed through our city. The EF5 tornado left a path of devastation eight miles long 

and ¾  miles wide with winds recorded at over 200 miles per hour.  Residents mobilized 

immediately after the storm pa ssed to help fellow residents in need. They cleared streets almost 

before outside help could arrive. The immensity of the storm is reflected in the statistics below. 

No statistic is more significant however than the 161 Joplin residents that lost their liv es as a 

result of the storm.   

The task of debris removal and rebuilding could never be accomplished without the help that 

has poured in from around the world.  As of April 2013 , 176,869 volunteers have provided 

1,146,083 hours of time to the rebuilding and recovery of Joplin. Because of this one 

amazing statistic, we feel  compelled to pay it forward.  

Infrastructure  

Lives Lost: 161 

Injuries : Over 1,000 

Structures Damaged: 7,500 (4,000 of those destroyed) 

Residents Impacted: 17,000 (9,200 of those displaced) 

Debris Removed: Over 3,000,000 cubic yards  

City Buildings Lost : Two Fire Stations, Senior Citizens Center 

Parks Damaged: Cunningham Park, Parr Hill Park, Garvin Park, Mohaska Park, Ewert Park  

City Infrastructure: sidewalks, streets and curbs. Over 2,000 st reet signs and 59 manhole covers 

disappeared 

Schools Totally Destroyed: Joplin High School, East Middle School, Franklin Technology 

Center, Irving Elementary School, Emerson Elementary School 

Schools Damaged or Partially Destroyed: Cecil Floyd Elementary School, Duquesne Elementary 

School, Kelsey Norman Elementary School, Roi S. Wood Administration Building  

Electric Utilities: 20,000 customers without service, 100 miles of line down, almost 3,900 poles 

and 1,500 transformers damaged, one substation destroyed and two damaged 

Water Utilities: 4,000 leaking customer lines, 25 torn fire service lines, Service Center and Plant 

Storage Building destroyed 

Insurance Loss: estimated at over $2 billion 

Business Losses: 531 destroyed or severely damaged, 4,500 employees affected 

Healthcare Sector: St. Johnôs Hospital destroyed, St. Johnôs Physician Office Building destroyed, 

St. Johnôs Brady Rehabilitation Building destroyed, Freeman Hospital West sustained roof and 

systems damage, Ozark Center Behavioral Health System lost one-half of its buildings  

 

The epilogue located at the end of these essays updates you on where we are two years later.. 

  



Page | 10 
 

 

 

  



Page | 11 
 

 

 

 

City Government  

  



Page | 12 
 

Mark Rohr ð City Manager  

When this disaster hit Joplin, I was like most people who always had done preparation and 

planning for a disaster, but really never thought it would happen to me. In my some 25 years as 

a city manager, I had not imagined a tragedy such as the May 22 tornado to occur in a 

community I was serving. I have been in cities in which we dealt with storms and the damage 

incurred, but nothing remotely like this. It was overwhelming ï I was overwhelmed for a brief 

moment, but I knew that we had to get to work immediat ely. I took a deep breath, told myself 

that if the City was going to recover, we needed to get to work - and thatôs what we did.  

The work has involved everyone, and many have come together to get Joplin where it is today.  

All have played an important role  in Joplinôs recovery. 

Looking back over the past two years, it is difficult to summarize all that we have learned, and 

how various situations were managed to provide a positive resolution, but a lot of the work was 

done pre-disaster. Cooperative agreements and collaborative work with our community partners 

in providing services and amenities for our citizens are important, and should be on the books, 

in case your city would face a disaster such as this.  

Other elements of managing the recovery were part of a learning process for me and for many 

others. Because of this, and the prospect of helping other city officials and community leaders, I 

wrote a book, ñThe Miracle of the Human Spiritò, to summarize the lessons learned. In it I  listed 

the Ten Tenets of Disaster Management. Below is a review the premise of each one.  

1. Get organized. This speaks for itself, but with countless issues pulling at you immediately 

it is imperative that you put together your team and make assignments as necessary. 

Keep in mind that each person will handle the stress differently. Some will disengage, 

while others will kick it up a notch or two.  

2. Understand there will be trial and error. Donôt be afraid to implement something if it 

makes sense, and in turn, to abandon something if it is not working. There is no ñhow toò 

book for every disaster. 

3. Find a way for everyone to participate either by donating or volunteering. People want to 

help; they want to be part of the solution. Let them. In doing so, over one million 

volunteer hours have been provided in Joplin, and these are just the volunteers we were 

able to document. This was doubly rewarding, as FEMA reimburses a percentage of the 

value of donated goods, including volunteer hours, so it is very important to document 

their time.  

4. Donôt get seduced by the limelight ï stay focused on what is important. There will be 

many things, events, people, etc. demanding your time. As the leader of the group, it is 

essential to separate key items that you need to tend to, and those that you can delegate. 

5. Stay directly  connected to the area and people impacted by the disaster. In your work, 

you will find that you stay in the office, going from meeting to meeting, and making 

decisions. Step away at times and get into the disaster area. It helps to see the progress, 

meet the people and discover how they are doing, and what concerns they may have that 

you and your team have not yet addressed. It is the human side and the side that keeps 
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you motivated and informed about what the people really need ï workin g for your 

citizens, what better goal is there? 

6. Designate one spokesperson to update progress and reassure the public regarding the 

future. By keeping the same spokesperson, in this case, it was me, it helps the audience 

relate to the city because they become accustomed to the personôs tone and demeanor. As 

time passes, your presence becomes reassuring to your viewers and listeners who know 

that you are still in the fight with them.  

7. Local leadership is the essential ingredient. There will be many that come to assist you, 

including FEMA and SEMA ï both helpful organizations. But as time goes on, the people 

change. The organization is still there, but their representatives have changed, which can 

impact the process, depending on their scope of knowledge of the situation, as well as 

work ethic and personalities. It comes down to the local leadership. We are the ones 

setting the pace, and these agencies are working for us. And they do, but you have to 

provide the direction in where you want them to go. They will  tell you that they can 

enhance local leadership, but they cannot take its place. 

8. Be aware of the psychological mood of the community. There are different stages a 

community goes through following a disaster. Research has proven this, and we kept this 

in mind as we moved through the process of debris removal, demolition and rebuilding. 

As everyone tries to pull their lives together, it is important to give them a goal to strive 

for, and one to keep in mind as they face the hard work of cleaning up their property and 

rebuilding their lives. By announcing a community goal, people tend to rally behind this, 

giving them a sense of purpose to continue. Working collectively with their fellow 

neighbors also brings a kindred spirit to the cause, and a sense of teamwork. As the goal 

is accomplished, there is a sense of accomplishment and pride in coming together to 

improve your community.  

9. Use the attention created by the event to benefit the community. Donôt be overwhelmed 

or victimized by it. Prior to May 22, Joplin  was known in the state and the region, but 

with over 300 news agencies covering the disaster, along with the many stories of hope 

and resilience of our citizens, our community was thrust onto center  stage for a time. 

Numerous speaking requests poured in. Prioritization of these was important, because 

we still had work to do, but yet wanted to help those asking. We developed a strong 

speakerôs bureau with accurate information and appropriate photos to help tell the story 

to serve as the foundation for some of our management staff to share with key 

organizations and groups. As the recovery efforts continued, I decided to go to several of 

these and tell my story. Let me say this ï be prepared for the emotional backslide this 

can bring. Although painful and dif ficult to complete, I knew it was important to get the 

story out to key audiences. In doing so, we were able to express our needs. We did not go 

out seeking attention, but this aspect of others wanting you to come and tell your story 

exists, so we decided to utilize the opportunities in a constructive way. From this, as well 

as the many other collaborative efforts we had already been through, I am comfortable 

saying that we have made many strong alliances throughout this experience and am 

honored and humbled that they sought us out. We learned from them, just as they 

learned from us. 

10. Limit the number of people given access to the actual operations center. This may seem 

too simple and not necessary to list as a key element of the rescue and recovery 
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operations ï but when too many are involved, the atmosphere becomes somewhat 

chaotic, and the focus can get cloudy. The task is too important to allow this to happen, 

so unless the personnel are key to the operations and those working their stations, then 

they can phone it in.  

In closing, our experience has been one of hard work and a commitment to the cause of making 

Joplin whole again. Disaster recovery is not a sprint, it is a marathon. It will be long and hard 

with hills to climb when youôre tired. But remember there are many on the sidelines, cheering 

you on, keeping you going, and joining you as you envision the finish line. Just keep the pace. 
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Mike Wools ton ð Mayor  2011-2012 

When a community suffers through a natural disaster as we did on May 22, 2011, everyone 

involved has a different perspective as to how the community reacts, where mistakes were made 

and what could have been done better. I believe those perspectives are based on the individualôs 

own personal life experience, their position in the communit y (a newly hired city employee, a 

department head for the city, a council member, etc.) and a variety of other factors. 

At the time of the tornado, I had served on council for approximately nine years and had just 

completed the first year of my two-year term as mayor. What follows  is my perspective on how 

to be better prepared for a natural disaster: 

1. Hire absolutely  the best people you can afford! Every area of the country is prone to 

some kind of natural  disaster ï earthquakes on the West Coast, volcanoes in the 

Northwest, tornadoes here in the Midwest, hurricanes in the Southeast, floods on the 

East coast and blizzards anywhere in the North.  No matter where you are, a natural 

disaster of major proportion can befall your community virtually anytime.  Thatôs why I 

feel that you must have the best possible employees you can get, particularly in certain 

key positions. And this applies not only to positions within  the city such as the city 

manager. In our case, it applied to the president of the Chamber of Commerce, the 

school district superintendent and a couple of weeks later, to the volunteer that chaired 

the community committee that solicited citizen inpu t on how we wanted to rebuild 

(CART). When natural disaster strikes, you donôt have time to bring in consultants or 

other advisors, you have to act immediately and you must have people in place that have 

the capacity to do so. 

2. Itôs not enough however, to merely hire the best people. When a crisis occurs, you have to 

step back and let them do their jobs. In our case (the city) once again, I felt that most of 

the decisions that needed to be made were operational decisions and were the purview of 

the city manager. City council did make some policy decisions as needed, but imagine the 

delay and confusion that would have occurred if the city council had to formally approve 

every decision made. If that were the case, weôd still be clearing the streets of fallen trees. 

(A process that we had completed in just a few days; though not completely cleared, the 

streets were at least navigable.) Our city manager and his staff rose to the occasion. All 

performed at a high level and some performed at the highest possible level. Though I am 

unable to cite concrete examples, I know this to be true by looking at how much we have 

accomplished in just two short years after the disaster. 

3. The third item Iôll offer is one that has been on my mind since shortly after the tornado 

occurred: Donôt underestimate the response of your community. Had someone described 

to me the events of May 22, 2011 and the subsequent response by the community ï I 

would never have believed them. To my pleasant surprise, within 48 hours after the 

tornado, I saw citizens that had already begun clearing the debris from their property.  

Within 96 hours after the  tornado, I saw property owners that had already initiated the 

reconstruction of their property. After having received rave reviews and compliments  

from professional disaster recovery people at all levels, Iôve often wondered what 

prompted the community to  respond as it did. Quite often weôve been compared to 

Hurricane Katrina and more recently to Super Storm  Sandy. Iôve asked myself why did 

our community respond in one way and other communities respond in a different way?  

Is it our heritage of being founded by independent hard rock miners or was it our more 
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rural upbringing (as opposed to big city) that makes us so independent? Whatever the 

reason, the response by our citizens of taking action to pull themselves out of a bad 

situation and not wait on the government to rescue them was the key. Donôt get me 

wrong - in a disaster like ours, I donôt believe any community can pull themselves out of 

a hole like that without help.  The federal and state governments were both instrumental 

in providing assistance to Joplin.  But it was the initial and ongoing response by our 

citizens that I believe helped set the tone for the advancements we have made in our 

continuing recovery.  The 175,000+ volunteers that have come and are still coming to our 

community to help, have saved us financially due to the offset that FEMA allows for the 

volunteer hours of service. But it was the positive response by our citizens that keeps us 

on the road to recovery. Again, I believe it was the initial actions and tone set by formal 

and inform al leaders in the community that got us started in the right direction but it 

was the volunteers and our citizen response that keeps us moving forward. 

4. My final thought is about assistance available from the government, primarily FEMA.  

When FEMA arrived, t hey essentially told us that they could only perform as well as a 

community that needed their assistance would allow. They then asked us what they 

could do to help us. Even though that may sound very helpful, what we found and have 

since imparted to them was that instead of asking what we needed them to do, they 

should offer a menu of services that they can provide and then let the community decide 

which of those services the community wants to utilize. Under the current scenario, there 

may be a FEMA program that is a perfect fit for your community and your disaster.  

However, if you donôt know to ask about it, you may never learn of its existence. If FEMA 

offered a menu of available services, communities could then decide on an overall plan of 

which services to implement.  On the whole, our relationship with FEMA proved to be 

very fruitful for us.  I felt we were able to have open and honest conversations with them 

and, given their input, were able to make better decisions about how to go forward. 

Hopefully, th ey found it to be a good experience as well. Our sense of the situation, after 

having worked closely together for an extended period, is that they are rewriting and 

improving their procedures manual based on what they learned here. 

In summary, Iôll be the first to tell you that no matter what the disaster, your community will 

never be fully prepared for what will come.  The best you can hope for is to have key personnel in 

place that can think clearly when under tremendous pressure, that understand the long term 

impact of short term decisions, that can make decisions with confidence and that can revise 

their own decisions when itôs clear that decisions previously made were not the right ones. I 

hope your community never suffers a disaster like ours, but if you do, I think youôll be well 

advised to learn from our experience. After all, the long term survival of your community could 

hang in the balance.  
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Sam Anselm - Assistant City Manager  

Facing down the aftermath of an EF-5 tornado just seven weeks after beginning my employment 

with the City of Joplin wasnôt on my list of projects to  when I interviewed with the city manager, 

but throughout my career in public service, Iôve learned that someone in the role of assistant city 

manager needs to be flexible. Here are a few other things Iôve learned as a result of May 22, 

2011. 

FEMA 

When working with FEMA, they have said time and again that they are only as good as the local 

leadership on the ground when they respond to a disaster, so don't be afraid to take charge. And 

don't take no for an answer, either; itôs your city, and youôll be dealing with the results of any 

disaster long after theyôve left town. Also, when they come to town they don't necessarily give 

you a menu of options or services they offer, but instead you need to know how to ask the 

questions the right way. I f you run into any roadblocks, call someone (like me) who has been 

through it; we received help from over 400 other public agencies, so weôd like to pay it forward if 

we can. It also helps to know someone on the inside who can help you know which questions to 

ask or how. Like any successful relationship, you have to build trust with FEMA officials so they 

in turn can trust you . If you say youôre going to do something, do it. FEMA learned pretty 

quickly in Joplin that we do what we say, and by building that trust we were able to get more 

accomplished. 

Volunteers 

When working with volunteers get organized quickly and tap into the resources you have to help 

you get what you need. For example, the day after the tornado we had begun receiving 

complaints that it was taking too long to get volunteers into the disaster area to help clear 

debris, so the city manager asked me to go fix it. After figuring out where the Missouri Southern 

campus was, I arrived at the volunteer reception center and saw that many volunteers were lined 

up at two small passenger school buses parked in front of the volunteer reception area, with 

hundreds more waiting in the commons area outside of the student center. At the front of one  of 

the buses was a guy with a clipboard taking down information. Without him knowing who I was, 

I asked him what he was doing, and he told me he was making sure we had everyone's contact 

information in order to keep track of who was going into the field ( another important issue Iôll 

address shortly). Because of heavy traffic and clogged roads, I knew that it was taking more than 

an hour to get them into the field, so I suggested they take down the info as they were driving to 

the area. That suggestion helped get people on the bus more quickly and feel like they were 

making progress.  

Another bottleneck I soon discovered was a lack of buses, so I contacted our transportation 

coordinator at the city to see if he could get the phone number of the school district's 

transportation coordinator . The school district had canceled classes for the rest of the year, so I 

knew their buses and drivers would be available. Within a few hours we had 10 large Joplin 

school buses at the site helping transport volunteers. So my advice is to remember the old 

Sesame Street song, Who Are the People in Your Neighborhood? and get to know the people in 

your city who know how to get stuff done. On the first Saturday after the tornado, we had over 

3,300 registered volunteers providing assistance through the coordination of AmeriCorps -St. 

Louis. While AmeriCorps did a tremendous job for us, upon arrival they really needed someone 

to help identify local resources. Be that person. Then, step aside and let them do their job. 
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Disaster volunteers are already motivated, all they need is someone to point them in the right 

direction and tell them what to do . Then stand back and be amazed at what the combined efforts 

of dedicated volunteers can do. In 68 days, volunteers removed over 1.5 million cubic yards of 

debris. The federal contractor assigned by the Army Corps of Engineers barely matched that 

effort in the same amount of time . 

This leads me to my final point about using volunteers. Please, please, please track who they are, 

what areas they work in, and for how long. When FEMA eventually bills you for the clean-up 

costs, donations and volunteer labor will count as a soft match against that bill. Again, in 68 

days, we had over $17.7 million dollarsô worth of donations and volunteer labor that counted as a 

match against the local cost. What could have been a financial devastation to our community 

was lessened greatly by using and tracking volunteer time. If you donôt take heed of anything 

else Iôve said here, pay attention to this. It could literally save your city from going bankrupt . 

Staff 

I cannot begin to say enough good things about how our staff responded to this disaster. Nearly 

everyone of them stepped up to the challenge. My advice would be to get to know the strengths 

and weaknesses of your staff, and put them in positions where they can be successful. This is 

true in everyday work life , but especially so in the event of a disaster. We had numerous 

employees who actually lost their homes or property, yet they came to work after making sure 

their families were okay to help serve our residents in need. 

One suggestion I would have, though, is to keep a careful eye on those employees who were 

directly affected. Their first inc lination will be to deflect help and instead try to help other 

people, but you need to remember that they need help too. A good heart-to-heart conversation 

goes a long way towards healing emotionally.  If you arenôt in a position to have that 

conversation for whatever reason, make sure someone else is talking to them. As public 

servants, I believe that most of us are people who like other people, HR staff especially. So make 

sure your HR folks know which staff members were directly impacted, and ask them to be a 

resource for other staff members who are facing this challenge. Having been through this a time 

or two, FEMA officials told us that 12 to 18 months after the disaster we would start seeing a 

high amount of employee turnover . Over two years later, while I cannot say for sure why, we 

havenôt really seen that type of turnover in Joplin. Maybe itôs because we took the time to 

address the needs of our own employees in addition to the needs of our citizens. But maybe itôs 

something else...  

After moving her e in 2011 from the St. Louis area, it didnôt take long to fall in love with this 

community and the people in it . After seeing what weôve gone through and the way weôve 

handled it, I canôt imagine a better place where someone would want to raise a family. I  suspect, 

and I hope, that if you ever have to go through what weôve gone through, youôll discover the 

same love for your city that I have for mine. My job may or may not take me to other cities, but a 

large piece of my heart will always live here. 
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Lane Roberts - Chief of Police  

The demands placed on law enforcement in responding to the catastrophic effects of the May 22, 

2011 F5 tornado were unique. Although in my 40 -year career I had been involved in numerous 

disasters, including the Mt. St. Helens volcanic eruption, nothing in my experience was similar 

to this.  Some degree of warning existed prior to the disasters to which I had previously helped 

respond. The Joplin tornado provided mere minutes of warning and in a little more than 30 

minutes, nearly one-third of my community had been destroyed.  Certainly, I hope no other 

Police Chief is called upon to respond to a disaster of this magnitude, but disasters are part of 

life.  When they happen, I hope that the lessons learned from our experience will be useful.  This 

is what I would say to a Police Chief facing similar demands: 

1. Donôt surrender the mission. My Assistant Chief referred to this as ñstaying in your own 

swim lane.ò Our mission during the tornado response was to maintain the rule of law.  

We held a brief meeting the morning after the tornado and made a very deliberate 

decision to support search and rescue, not become search and rescue. We profited by the 

mistakes of other police agencies in disasters, most notably Hurricane Katrina. When 

law enforcement forsook its role to maintain the rule of law, and became primarily 

search and rescue, anarchy was the immediate result and it took a long time to recover 

from it.  The law doesnôt mean much unless someone enforces it and that is law 

enforcementôs primary mission. A lot of people assumed that we would have rampant 

ñlootingò in the tornado footprint, but that never took root because the police were still 

maintaining law and order.  

2. Donôt re-victimize the victims with overly aggressive enforcement. Merely because a 

disaster has occurred does not relieve public safety of the obligation to treat people with 

dignity and respect. What little was left of those victims lives was wrapped up in that 

debris. It was our job to protect it until they had a chance to recover what they could. 

However, we could not determine by looking who were the good guys and who were the 

bad guys. Consequently, we had to be very proactive, but treating victims like potential 

suspects was not acceptable. We met daily with every agency and reiterated that the 

operating philosophy was ñbe assertive, but be nice.ò 

3. Have a backup plan for staging. Our normal staging area was right in the tornado path 

and was destroyed. In the very early stages we had trouble tracking resources, both 

human and non-human, because we lacked an area to stage. We corrected this quickly, 

but we probably wasted some resources early on simply because we did not know we had 

them. Because we could not stage them, we did not have the ability to assign them 

according to our needs.  

4. Be prepared for a massive, possibly overwhelming response for assistance. Staging was a 

critical piece here. Nearly 200 police departments came to our assistance. Some of them 

self-deployed. We had trouble accounting for them and using them effectively for the 

first 24 hours.  It may seem bureaucratic but it is important to begin tracking those 

resources from the very beginning. It makes allocation and assignment much more 

efficient and will become very important later when it is necessary to account for them.  

Additionally, there will be cost recovery to address and it is difficult to recover what you 

canôt prove was expended. 

5. Every element in a response is important. The police and fire responses depended 

heavily on the ability of Public Works to cl ear streets so that we could get into the 
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affected areas to do our jobs. Volunteers were critical, but they had to be tracked and 

assigned. Community Development took on that responsibility and partnered with 

AmeriCorps. 

6. Effective liaison with the State pr ovided additional support.  The National Guard was a 

key element, but those resources are state allocated, so it is important that someone who 

is familiar with the process stay close to them.  

7. Security challenges changed radically from our normal routine.  Theft and burglary were 

obvious concerns, but you donôt just string crime scene tape around an area six miles 

long by a mile wide. Because we had the resources from all of those responding agencies, 

we were able to saturate the tornado footprint with police  officers. This became 

particularly important after dark, as there were no lights left in the area.  The same 

problem noted above, concerning how we dealt with public contacts in that area, was 

overarching. Our answer, in part, was to impose a curfew during the hours of darkness. 

Again, the additional officers at our disposal allowed us to enforce the curfew fairly 

effectively. 

8. Cooperate, but control the media to the extent possible. For the most part, the media was 

very courteous. Our only significant probl em occurred with a major network and some 

elitist mentality.  Otherwise, we were treated fairly by the media and they tried to 

cooperate within the boundaries of their jobs.  The most important lesson that came from 

our dealings with the media had to do with  the dynamics of public information when 

working with several government agencies. There is the need for a single, consistent 

message and it was challenging to get all of the players to agree on the message. This was 

not a result of lacking a cooperative spirit.  It had to do with conflicting interests and the 

disparate effects of any single message on a variety of entities. When the messages 

conflicted was when we suffered the most from the media. A single point of release 

would have been helpful and could have saved a lot of heartburn. 

Joplinôs response and recovery has been the subject of many questions and comments. Unlike 

any of my previous experiences, what really set this response apart was that there was very little 

political infighting.  No single person or entity seemed intent upon having control, or receiving 

credit.  Each response element and each level of government filled their individual role 

effectively. That effective dynamic continues as Joplinôs recovery moves forward. In Joplin, 

government has done what it is supposed to do, rather than what it normally does.  
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Keith Stammer ð Emergency Management Coordinator  

I have been in emergency services for 25 years, including firefighting, medical response and 911 

dispatching. For the last 20 years I have been an Emergency Manager, serving in Kansas and 

now Missouri.  Looking back over those years, I can see how they prepared me for a disaster such 

as the May 22, 2011 EF5 that struck Joplinéand yet, they didnôt. 

Preparation for a disaster is a matter of education, training and experience. Education comes 

from attending hours of classes on subjects ranging from Incident Command to Public 

Information to Hazard Mitigation Planning.  Training comes from practical exercises that test 

classroom education by requiring a demonstrated ability to apply what has been learned. 

Experience comes from taking that education and training and using it in actual, everyday 

situations that donôt quite match what has been taught and exercised. 

The problem, so many times, is that we educate and train based on our past experience of what 

has happened, and not so much on what could happen. The Joplin tornado is a prime example 

of what could happen, but one that is not often used in our classrooms. In the past we have 

trained for tor nados, but never one that would strike us so hard that it would overwhelm our 

local resources immediately, thus requiring us to reach out to a large number of people and 

organizations for help and support, attempt to coordinate their efforts and all the wh ile 

maintain ongoing, viable City operations.  This has certainly been a learning experience. 

Here are some lessons learned by me, from the perspective of Emergency Management. 

1. As an Emergency Manager (or any other department or agency head) your job is not to 

do the work, but rather to see that the work gets done. It is easy to put your head down 

and get lost in the details. The real value of all those years of education, training and 

experience comes from being able to recognize a need and find the right resource to fill 

it.  

2. Pre-disaster relationships are a must. The old saying is ñThe disaster scene is NOT the 

place to exchange business cardsò. In the first 72 hours after the tornado, there was no 

department or agency head that came into my Emergency Operations Center that I had 

not already met and worked with in either training or actual prior disasters.  

3. Post-disaster relationships are built on the trust that comes from working together on 

the disaster. Knowing the capabilities, and limitations, of each pa rticipating agency 

makes it so much easier to work together during the recovery phase. 

4. Stay in your box. It is easy to get pulled in many directions during a disaster recovery, 

even to the point of moving into areas of need that require expertise and experience 

outside of your own. People will request comments and opinions on many topics, some 

of which are not in your own area of expertise. It is best to remain focused on your own 

area. 

5. Employ Unified Command.  This is a phrase used in Emergency Management that means 

working together as department/agency heads to establish needs, set priorities, manage 

resources, and accomplish overall goals. This approach works well for both the initial 

disaster management and the long term recovery that will follow. Clear lines of authority, 

definitive goals, and knowledge of each department/agency capabilities all combine to 

make for a successful effort at rebuilding. 
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6. Keep a sense of perspective. This is easiest done by listening to the stories of others who 

also worked the disaster. Understand their contributions to the effort, their successes 

and failures, their vision of what the future holds.  Doing so will lend an idea of where 

you, and others, fit in the overall effort.  

7. Look to yourself. Post-Traumatic  Stress is a fact of life.  It is easy to ignoreéat first. But it 

is something with which you must deal at some point in the aftermath of the event.  

Listen to what others are telling you about yourself.  Value their input and seek 

professional help to deal with the stress and strain.  

Finally, I would like to make one last observation:  We are but ordinary people who found 

ourselves in extraordinary circumstances. We stepped up to meet the challenge presented us. 

We have done what was needed in order to recover and restore. In so doing we have been 

changed by the experience. How we approach the next challenge will, in large part, be affected 

by the change within us. ñAdjust, adapt, overcomeò is the mantra we continue to live by. 
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Mitch Randles ð Fire Chief  

On May 22, 2011 shortly after an EF-5 Tornado had damaged or destroyed around 1/3 of our 

City, I began to survey the damage in order to formulate an action plan for what our first steps 

would be in performing the search and rescue process. As I saw the extent of the completeness 

of the devastation and the length of the damage path, I quickly realized that this was a situation 

much larger and more complex than our Department or even our region could handle on its 

own. What I didnôt know at that time was that not only did we have a daunting long term task 

ahead of us in performing search and rescue, cleaning up the City, and assisting in rebuilding, 

which included two of our five fire stations, but I too was a tornado victim.  My home of 16 years 

had been destroyed as the tornado moved through the City of Duquesne just East of Joplin.  

The lessons which I believe have been and would be the most valuable if this was to happen 

again are: 

1. Ask for Help . No department or city has the resources to deal with this type of an event 

without s ignificant amounts of assistance. The level of destruction and the size of the 

damage path was overwhelming. We used both the state and interstate mutual aid 

systems to request resources to help us with the search and rescue process. This included 

specialized resources which include multiple Federal and State USAR teams, numerous 

search dog teams and four incident management/support teams to help with the 

incident.   

2. Throw the plan out the window . I have been asked about our emergency plan and if 

it was used during our event. The answer is both yes and no. In the early days of the 

event the answer is no, the scope of the event and the level of destruction far and away 

overwhelmed our emergency plan. It would have overwhelmed every disaster plan I read 

prior to and following our event as well.  

3. Maintain control . While this seems somewhat self-serving, it is vital that you maintain 

control and accountability of the crews and personnel working in the damage area. 

Following our tornado, public safety perso nnel poured into the area, some were 

requested, some self-deployed. Self-deployed resources more often than not work 

outside the chain of command and are prone to free-lance instead of following the plans 

developed by command personnel. This results in ineffective and repetitive search and 

rescue efforts which follow no pattern or plan and is likely to miss people in need and 

leave large areas unsearched. Additionally, we had severe storms in the area for the three 

days following the initial storm so it was  vital that everyone could be accounted for and 

warned of pending conditions which would be dangerous to personnel. At around 2:00 

am I sent several teams of firefighters out to collect the self-deployed resources so we 

could fold them into the search and rescue plan and coordinate everyoneôs efforts in a 

controlled and managed effort. 

4. Develop r elationships prior to the event.  Prior to May 22, 2011 our Department 

had spent years developing relationships with other departments in our region. The 

original foc us of these relationships was to pool resources in the event of a terrorist event 

in the region. As a result of this work, on May 22 I was able to contact these other 

departments and knew what resources were coming and knew most of the personnel 

responding by name. This was extremely helpful to be able to look at a familiar face and 

put that person right to work in their field of expertise with minimal training or 
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discussion. The development of these relationships prior to events cannot be over 

emphasized as they had a significantly positive effect on the outcome of our event.  

5. Donôt take ñnoò for an answer. Often in times of disaster the first arriving 

responders or personnel are not the top level management personnel. When asking 

theses first on scene personnel for additional resources or to perform tasks, the first 

response to those question will be ñNO, we canôt do thatò. I set the tone of our event 

within the first few hours when the first couple of groups I had contact with initially told 

us ñnoò to our requests. I quickly realized that I was not going to be able to accept ñnoò as 

answers to requests. If an initial request was refused, I asked for the next level supervisor 

or a person who was authorized to say ñyesò. Almost universally when talking with this 

person and explaining the situation the answer quickly became ñyesò. 

6. Perception of time is everything . During any emergency event, requests for 

assistance or work assignments are never completed as fast as what you want or expect. 

Time is significantl y compressed by the need and desire to perform search and rescue as 

quickly as possible. Obviously the quicker you find someone and remove them from 

harmôs way the better. But time issues continue to create problems even today with the 

recovery of the City and our Department.  It is important to recognize that while you want 

your recovery to happen as quickly as possible, it is also important that it happens 

correctly. It is vital that recovery and reconstruction is done with an eye to the future. 

This requires that you resist the urge to just quickly build something to get something 

done, but you make sure that it will meet your and the communityôs needs well into the 

future.  

7. Recovery of personnel.  It is important to recognize that everyone deals with loss and 

disasters in their own ways. No one way is more correct than the other. There have been 

significant pressures to get personnel into counseling. While I agree that providing 

availability of counseling to everyone affected by our situation is vital, forci ng personnel 

into counseling is not the answer. I, myself, can attest to the fact that the time for me to 

deal with what has happened is coming but today or even tomorrow is not that day. So 

make sure that there are long term plans to provide for counseling as needed or 

requested. 

8. Are you pr epared?  This is a question that I ask during every presentation on the 

tornado I make. When I ask, I am of course, talking about are you as a city or 

organization prepared to deal with the aftermath of a disaster in your  jurisdiction. But I 

also ask on a personal level. Are you prepared to lose your home and all of your 

belongings? Do you have someone who can step up and deal with the insurance, clean 

up, and search for a temporary or long term living arrangement? I for one wasnôt and I 

would imagine that most people arenôt. Now is the time to think about these problems 

and issues is before they arise.  
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Lynn Onstot - City  Public Information Officer  

Be prepared ï you hear it, you practice it, and then wham! You are tested and you have to know 

it. Fortunately, the City of Joplin had held exercises in disaster management numerous times. 

Probably more importantly, we had opened the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) three 

times in a two year period ï BEFORE May 22, 2011. So I knew my role ï to communicate 

important messages to the public in a critical time.  

Although I knew my role as the PIO, it did not prepare me for the workload that this disaster 

brought to our community.  When a national disaster hits, the national media comes knocking. 

Joplin had more than 300 news agencies in our city within the first week. Many had never been 

to the Midwest, and most had never heard of Joplin, Missouri before May 22. 

Because of this media surge, one of the first tasks to be addressed was to write an organizational 

bio sheet. I wanted to ensure that the world received the correct image of our city, and not have 

someone else define us without the facts. If you donôt have a bio of your organization, Iôd 

strongly encourage spending some time developing this summary stating who you are as a 

company, a city, a church, or an organization and what makes you unique or special compared 

to others in your category. This sheet was handed out to every press member we came in contact 

with during those fir st few days. 

Preparation also includes training staff to ensure 24/7 coverage within the PIO area. We had 

discussed this, but unfortunately had not implemented this prior to May 22 nd. As a ñone man 

shopò, I typically am the one sitting in the EOC, getting the information from key personnel, 

writing it up for news distribution, working with the City Manager and Attorney to ensure 

message is appropriate, etc. In the past, Iôve had some help for phone calls coming in, 

scheduling press conferences, making copies, and such. But on May 22nd I needed A LOT of 

help.  

Because we had not trained other staff members, many of them did not truly understand the 

sense of urgency that comes with ñbeing first, being right and being credibleò, the creed from 

emergency management communicators. Within the 72 hours, we received hundreds of calls, 

messages, questions and requests for information from the news media and the public. There is 

stress not just from the quantity of these, but also because I knew there was important 

information to get o ut there. We needed to help calm people, educate the public, and tell the 

world that we were okay and had begun the process of search and rescue, and as time passed, 

communicate other important aspects of the recovery process.  

City staff came in to answer phones, and help with message preparation. It was clumsy at first, 

but several employees stepped into the areas that needed help: answering phones and taking 

messages, responding to emails, social media responses, general message drafting, media 

relations, and monitoring news media reports. It worked, but had training o ccurred prior to this, 

people would have been more comfortable fitting into the flow of communications in a crisis 

situation.  I also had reached out to my colleagues in Springfield, Missouri (about 60 miles 

away), and many came to address specific PIO tasks I needed during the first month.  

Because of the size of the disaster, the PIO area was moved from its usual location in the EOC. 

Unfortunately, there was only ONE phone in the new area and two computers! That left a lot of 

people standing wanting to help. Later we were able to make some things work better and added 

a computer here and there, although there was just one printer for our area. So -- Plan ahead . 

Check your work area prior to disasters, looking for necessary technologies, and if there is not 



Page | 26 
 

enough connectivity - get it wired now . Work with the tech team so they understand your 

needs, and you can communicate immediately. 

Cell phones are imperative during a crisis of course. You can continue to use your personal line, 

however Iôd suggest cell phones with NEW numbers that are NOT connected to your personal 

cell. By doing so, you may end up carrying two phones, but the new line for the disaster will 

eventually go away, and your personal number is not listed on every piece of communication you 

sent during the disaster management period. 

If possible, upgrade your technology now. If your organization can afford to, have them 

purchase a tablet, phone and wireless connections so you can be portable as necessary. Learn 

how to connect all of this yourself. Tech services are pulled in many directions, so be as self-

sufficient as possible. Keep them posted so they can provide assistance, but if you make a good 

faith effort to get yourself started, they will appreciate that and respond to you later when their 

other fires have been extinguished. 

Location is not only important for real estate, it is also important for press conferences ï 

especially when one-third of your town is destroyed.  Think about WHERE you could hold a 

LARGE press conference ï one involving satellite trucks, cables, wires, sound trucks, lights, 

LOUD generators, and then think, ñwhat if that site is destroyed or unavailable for some 

reason?ò Think of another location and a third. Be prepared for the worst. If your setting is 

outdoors, plan for an indoor venue close to the area so you can relocate the press if  the weather 

gets bad. Develop a Press Conference Team/Checklist now. Press conference set up may be part 

of your normal activities, but in a crisis, you may not remember everything. The checklist 

ensures you remember the podium, microphones, etc. You might consider purchasing a mult 

box. (A mult box is a distribution amplifier that provides multiple connections for the press to 

connect their voice or video recorders to and provides a good audio signal.) By having one, your 

podium will not be cluttered with a lot of different microphones with media ñflagsò on them, 

which can be distracting to the speaker, and clutter a good shot.  

Overall, preparation is key to any disaster management. This is difficult because most of us 

believe, ñIt will never happen to me.ò We delay training until it fits into our schedules. 

Unfortuna tely, it will NEVER FIT into our calendars. So make time for it now. The knowledge 

and experience will be very helpful. In a disaster, many things compete for your time and 

expertise in communicating. Work the problem in front of you; find the solution to that before 

moving on. As a proud multi -tasker, I was surprised that I lost that skill during the stressful 

days, so I learned to focus on the immediate need and address that item first before moving on 

to something else. 

Another key preparation: network w ith other communicators in your area. In a disaster, you 

may need to ask them to assist because they have a similar skillset and understand your role in 

the situation.  ñA disaster is no time to exchange business cards.ò This is one of my mantras now. 

Get to know your colleagues; hold monthly luncheons with people having similar positions in 

area organizations. By building this relationship now, they will bring much -needed assets to a 

stressful situation. (A bonus to this ï they can also be the group you meet for some R & R after 

hours. They understand what you are going through, and will let you talk about it if you want, or 

just let you be with like -minds to enjoy some down time. My group still gets together!)  

Lastly, please know there are going to be days you feel everything went great, and days when you 

feel that everything went wrong, and you made no progress. But stay strong. Know you are 

making a difference. You may not know that immediately, but as days and weeks go by, youôll 
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begin to see things improving. Own the fact that you helped to make that happen by sharing 

information, giving instructions, and providing resources through your communications.  

You are part of the emergency management team and are doing great things that help people in 

ways you will never know. Celebrate the victories, learn from the mishaps, and recognize that no 

matter what stage of recovery the community is experiencing, they will seek out information. So 

prepare yourself. You will have to write and talk about this for a very long time. It is part of you 

and your work every day. This may be hard some days, but itôs rewarding to know that you 

helped someone with a simple phone number, agency referral, or a few minutes to listen and 

share a smile. 
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Jane Cage - Chairman of the Cit izens Advisory Recovery Team  

It was May 22nd, 2012, the one year anniversary of Joplinôs tornado. I was standing in front of 

the skeleton of St. Johnôs Hospital with an earpiece and microphone for a remote live interview 

with Gwen Ifill  from NPR when I heard her ask ñAfter all, you didnôt lose your house or your 

business, so why bother?ò She was referencing the fact that I had taken on the responsibility of 

chairing Joplinôs Citizen Advisory Recovery Team (CART). To this day, it was a surprising 

question but an easy answer ï ñI can go home at night. When I think of everyone I know who 

lost their home or a loved one or their business, I have time. I donôt have to put my life back 

together.ò At our first recovery meeting, I looked around th e room and saw the CEO of St. Johnôs 

who had a hospital to rebuild.  The president of Empire District Electric lost his home but 

needed to focus on restoring electric and infrastructure to half of Joplin. It was the first 

recovery lesson that I learned ï people who are not directly impacted need to step 

up to lead.  In the months that followed we discovered that the toll of recovery was exhausting. 

No one has the emotional reserve to get their own life together, rebuild a business and take on 

additional responsibilities as well.   

The days and weeks following the tornado were surreal. We got lost driving in our own town and 

were grateful when someone took on the task of spray painting the names of streets at 

intersections. Joplin was mobilized with residents an d volunteers cleaning up debris. You could 

get a tetanus shot on a street corner and cases of water were stacked everywhere. Through it all, 

there was a touching and heartfelt desire among citizens to return to ñnormalò. We needed a 

mechanism to stop looking around and start looking ahead. The Citizens Advisory Recovery 

Team (CART) suggested by FEMA and mobilized by the city became just that.  

When I took on the role of chairman, I will admit, I didnôt have a clue about where or how to 

lead. The FEMA folks started inviting me to lunch every other day to discuss ñpossible directions 

and scenariosò. They remind you that ñevery disaster is differentò. That may be partially true but 

there are elements that all disasters have in common. For us ï disaster was a new experience. 

The government groups that came to help had far more expertise than we did. It didnôt take me 

too long to catch on to that ï and begin to ask directly for help and guidance. Taking full 

advantage of the experience and expertise of federal and  state agencies went a long 

way to move us forward.  Part of their answer was to give me a book to read ï the FEMA 

Long Term Recovery Self-Help Guide. One Saturday, I sat out on the porch and read it from 

start to finish ï twice. It was then that the light bulb went off about how to navigate long-term 

recovery. I understood that recovery is a process and not an event.   

From the beginning, our goal was to get as much input from citizens as we could. FEMA 

coordinated our first public input meeting just twelve days after we met for the first time as a 

group. We were all worried about whether anyone would come because there were plenty of 

reasons not to ï debris removal was in full -swing. But that afternoon and evening 350 people 

passed through the doors of the school gymnasium. There was a nurse who had taken care of me 

at St. Johnôs eight weeks before who told me how she found her dog inside the kitchen cabinet. 

There was a young man I recognized from church as the caretaker of three developmentally 

disabled adults who had all died as a result of the tornado. People were engaged at every level ï 

answering questions, talking with neighbors.  It was good to see. After our first public meeting 

we published a booklet containing all the ideas we received. We handed the booklet out 

everywhere we could ï even standing in front of Walmart.  We sent a group to our college to 

solicit input in front of the bookstore.  To touch the most difficult -to-reach residents, we sent a 
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group to the temporary housing units furnished by FEM A. At every step in the process we 

validated what we believed we were hearing by asking for confirmation. The recovery plan 

belonged to everyone and the more citizens that had input the richer the plan 

become . 

You can expect to be pulled between process an d progress . At our first public input 

meeting, we asked citizens to cast their vision across every sector of the community by putting 

their ideas on sticky notes. We received enough ideas to fill a fifty page booklet. It took time to 

analyze and condense them. As soon as we had the second step done, I started to feel the pull. I 

would see the Mayor at a meeting and he would remind me that ñeveryoneò was waiting to figure 

out what to do until they knew the plan.  At the same time, I was also getting cautioned that if we 

didnôt get a plan in place soon, Joplin would come back just the way it was before the tornado 

because people and businesses were rebuilding so quickly using old ways. My FEMA advisors 

urged me to put a solid plan in place that was well-thought out and contained the necessary 

elements of vision and goals. In the end, we followed the process and were glad of it. None of us 

ever imagined that our work would become the cityôs official recovery plan. 

Resist the temptation to short -change your visio n . As you might imagine, there was a 

huge groundswell for underground utilities immediately after the tornado.  As citizens started to 

dream, some ideas seemed hugely impractical. We decided to dream big at the end of the day. 

The plan is the time to figure out the what, not the how. As I look back, weôve found ways to 

accomplish goals that I thought would be impossible. 

By fall, the FEMA team started to wind down their presence in Joplin.  Considering they were the 

operational support team for CART, it start ed to get a little lonely getting the plan written.  In 

November, we presented the plan to the City Council. It felt like a big moment and the council 

chambers were packed that night. But, a plan without direction and follow -up is just a 

wish -book.  That same night the Mayor called for an Implementation Task Force (ITF) to 

assign responsibilities and priorities to the plan.  The ITF was made up of representatives of the 

school board, the city council, the chamber of commerce and the CART itself. That meant 

another round of work for all of us ï and more time. In January of 2012, we convened a joint 

meeting of the City Council, the School Board, the Chamber Board, and the Cart Board. It was 

the first time in the history of our city that all of those groups had ev er met together. That 

endorsement let everyone in the community move forward on the same page.  

Enlist outside help to accomplish the plan.  We held a recovery forum and with the help of 

FEMA and the Chamber invited foundations, federal agencies and state agencies to attend. We 

presented the plan and asked each group represented to walk through the plan to see where 

their agencies might fit in.  Even as long as a year later, we are still getting responses that turn 

into substantial assistance.  

So, what would I tell you if you are taking on the job of leading citizen participation?  

1. Remember that you work for citizens ï our purpose has always been to listen and report 

and then to be their advocate. 

2. Remaining objective and independent is absolutely essential. 

3. Itôs a privilege to do the work. Iôve been touched when someone that Iôve never met 

comes up to me at the grocery store to say ñthank youò. That is the best kind of reward. 
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4. Use your role to build bridges between other groups. In recovery, everyone is running a 

race and generally in their own lane. Help them to look side-to-side and communicate to 

strengthen the effort.  

5. Be ready to be in for the long haul. Donôt just drop off the plan at the doorstep of 

government. Your continued presence can be a reminder of who everyone should be 

working for ï the citizens that trusted you with their hopes and dreams. 
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